We studied the possibility that a parasite, a hydracharinid mite, chooses its host, a chironomid midge. Mites, Unionicola ypsilophora, were placed into containers with either one or two Chironomus plumosus pupae and we counted the number of mites on the midges after the latter had emerged. Fewer mites were rejected by hosts when they had a choice of host, suggesting that they actively choose which individual to parasitize. In several midge species collected in the wild, fluctuating asymmetry in wing length was a good predictor of mite infestation. We suggest that mites use some correlate of fluctuating asymmetry to make their choice of host.
The question of whether parasites actively choose their hosts appears to have been neglected. We investigated this question, using a chironomid midge-hydracharinid mite host-parasite system. We deal here principally with the mite Unionicola ypsilophora. These mites are aquatic with a life cycle requiring freshwater mussels and midges as hosts at different stages (reviewed by Smith 1988). Immature forms of the mite leave the mussel and search for aquatic midge pupae. On encountering a pupa they explore it and, after a few minutes, either settle or leave to resume an active search pattern (personal observation). Once attached they travel to the surface with the pupa. They then transfer to the adult midge as it emerges from the pupal exuviae by being drawn passively through the pupal integument. Finally, they enter the parasitic part of the life cycle by implanting at about the time the midge flies from the water a few minutes later. At this stage the mite penetrates the midge's cuticle and engorges with haemolymph (Gledhill 1985; personal observation) . To this extent the mite-midge relationship is similar to that of other insects (e.g. the damselfly Ceriagrion tenellum: Andrés & Cordero 1998). Male midges then join mating swarms, characteristically numbering thousands of individuals, which attract patrolling females. Females enter the swarm and leave after a short time to fall to the ground with a male. After mating, males return to the swarm and females fly off in search of an oviposition site (McLachlan & Neems 1995) .
Mites obtain both a blood meal from the midge host and a means of transport to an aquatic habitat. Both sexes of the host are infested, the female more heavily so. As it is only the female midge that returns to water, it seems counteradaptive for the mites to infest the male host at all. The explanation appears to be that during the few minutes that the host pair are together, the mites transfer from the male to the female (McLachlan 1999) .
If infestation is the consequence of choice by the parasite it may be possible to identify a trait in the host that reliably predicts infestation. We measured fluctuating asymmetry as a possible candidate for this role. Fluctuating asymmetry is an appropriate character to study because it is a measure of an individual's developmental stability and thus may reliably signal something about the quality of the individual, including its genetic ability to resist parasites (Møller & Swaddle 1997) . Tests of this idea have produced contradictory results and the whole subject has recently received unfavourable review (Houle 1998). One difficulty is that parasites may themselves be the cause of increased fluctuating asymmetry through their effect on developmental stability. However, when the host is a holometabolous insect, and when the parasite infests only the adult stage of the host, the parasite cannot affect developmental stability, development having come to an end before infestation. The midge-mite system studied here is an example of this kind of relationship.
In this paper we tested two hypotheses: (1) the mite adaptively chooses a suitable host; and (2) fluctuating
